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SUB J : ISSUE OF "WHO IS A JEW" RAISED IN KNESSET 

1 . THE EMOTION-CHARGED ISSUE OF "WHO IS A JEW" AROSE 
AGAIN LAST WEEK IN THE KNESSET IN THE FORM OF A PRIVATE- 
MEMBER'S BILL TO AMEND THE LAW OF RETURN. INTRODUCED BY 
POALEI AGUDAT YISRAEL'S (PAY) SINGLE MK. KALMAN KAHANA, 

THE BILL WOULD IN EFFECT RECOGNIZE ONLY THOSE CONVERSIONS 
TO JUDAISM PERFORMED IN ACCORDANCE WITH "HALACHA" (ORTHO- 
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DOX RELIGIOUS LAW) AND WOULD BAR APPLICATION OF THE LAW 
OF RETURN TO THOSE CONVERTED BY CONSERVATIVE OR REFORM 
RABBIS. SPRUNG ON A SPARSELY-ATTENDED HOUSE (ONLY EIGHT 
ALIGNMENT AND TWO DMC MK'S WERE PRESENT), IT EASILY 
PASSED ITS FIRST READING BY A DECISIVE MAJORITY ON 
JULY 26 AND WAS REFERRED TO COMMITTEE. HOWEVER, PROSPECTS 
FOR ITS ENACTMENT WHEN THE KNESSET RECONVENES LATE IN 
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OCTOBER (IT ADJOURNED AUGUST 2 FOR ITS SUMMER RECESS) 

APPEAR DOUBTFUL. 

2. LIMITING RECOGNITION IN ISRAELI JURISPRUDENCE TO THOSE 
CONVERSIONS PERFORMED ACCORDING TO HALACHA (ORTHODOX PRACTICE) 
HAS LONG BEEN AN AMBITION OF THE ORTHODOX 

ESTABLISHMENT. WHILE THE LESS EXTREME NATIONAL RELIGIOUS 
PARTY HAS IN RECENT YEARS BEEN CONTENT TO LEAVE THE ISSUE 
IN ABEYANCE. THE QUESTION OF DEFINING "WHO IS A JEW" HAS 
BEEN KEPT ALIVE FOR YEARS BY THE TWO ULTRA-ORTHODOX AGUDAH 
PARTIES. ITS SURFACING 

INVARIABLY GENERATES A STORM OF CONTROVERSY. THE AMENDMENT 
IS HIGHLY UNPOPULAR WITH SECULARISTS HERE AND WITH OTHERS 
WHO ARE SENSITIVE TO THE WRATH IT PROVOKES IN U.S. CON- 
SERVATIVE AND REFORM JEWISH CIRCLES. (REPORTS OF RABBI ALEXANDER 
SCHINDLER S INDIGNANT REACTION APPEARED IN THE PRESS ON THE 
MORROW OF THE VOTE.) 

3. THE ISSUE IS AS DIVISIVE IN THE COALITION AS IT IS IN 

THE GENERAL POPULATION. ALTHOUGH THE AMENDMENT WAS ONE OF 
AGUDAT YISRAEL'S DEMANDS FOR JOINING THE LIKUD GOVERNMENT 
LAST YEAR, BEGIN PROMISED IN THE COALITION AGREEMENT ONLY 
TO "TRY" TO SECURE ENACTMENT. HAVING JUST SUCCESSFULLY 
OVERCOME COALITION RELUCTANCE TO CHAMPION THE EASING OF 
EXEMPTION PROCEDURES FOR GIRLS ON RELIGIOUS GROUND. 

AGUDAT YISRAEL 
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HAD NO INTENTION OF DISTURBING COALITION UNITY AGAIN SO 
SOON BY RAISING THE "WHO IS A JEW" CONUNDRUM. SOURCES 
CLOSE TO THE AGUDAH PARTIES TELL US THAT POALEI AGUDAT 
YISRAEL (WHICH IS NOT PART OF THE COALITION) RAISED THE 
ISSUE NOW TO EMBARRASS AGUDAT YISRAEL, A REFLECTION OF 
THE BITTER RIVALRY THAT HAS DEVELOPED BETWEEN THE TWO PAR- 
TIES SINCE THEY DISSOLVED THEIR TORAH FRONT LAST YEAR. 

ALTHOUGH IT HURTLED TO OBTAIN A KNESSET MAJORITY FOR THE 
BILL'S FIRST READING, THE NRP IS ALSO AMBIVALENT ABOUT 
THE TIMING. 

4. DESPITE THEIR PRIVATE RESERVATIONS, IN THE GLARE OF 

OPEN KNESSET DEBATE THE TWO LARGER RELIGIOUS PARTIES UNITED 
WITH PAY TO PUSH THE AMENDMENT. THE STORY WILL PROBABLY 
BE DIFFERENT IN COMMITTEE. WITH WEAK SUPPORT FROM THE 
COALITION, THE BILL IS EXPECTED TO LANGUSH THERE - TO 
THE RELIEF OF MOST ISRAELIS. NO ONE RELISHES A 
CONFRONTATION WITH A VITAL SEGMENT OF AMERICAN JEWRY AND 
EXCEPT FOR A FEW ULTRA-ORTHODOX, ISRAELIS FEEL THIS IS NO 
TIME TO REKINDLE PASSIONS OVER AN ISSUE THAT IS AS EXPLO- 
SIVE AS THE STATUS OF RELIGIOUS ORTHODOXY IN THIS SOCIETY. 

LEWIS 
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